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Which commandment, out of all the commandments in the Bible, is the greatest?  
Is it the command to have no other gods before the true God?  Is it to keep the Sabbath 
Day holy?  Is it the command to honor our parents and those in authority over us?  Or is it 
the one which says we must not murder or injure or hate others?  Is this even a question 
we should ask?  After all, isn’t everything the Lord tells us to do important?  Of course it 
is.  But at the same time we need to realize that there is one commandment that is greater 
than all the rest.  It’s greater because all the other commandments are based on it and 
flow from it.  It is the commandment to love God with all our heart, mind, soul and 
strength, and, because it is like it, to love our neighbor as ourselves.  This is the message 
of the whole Bible.  This in summary form is everything that God wants us to learn and 
to do.  But knowing that it is, is one thing, doing it is quite another.  It is the first and 
greatest commandment, but sadly, it’s often the very last one we think of or are willing to 
do.  I believe there is a lesson in this passage for all of us this morning, one that we all 
need to hear again and again until we learn:  If we are ever to be pleasing to God, Jesus 
Christ tells us this morning that we must love the Lord our God with our whole heart, and 
we must love our neighbor – not just our brethren, although we must love them more, but 
also our neighbor – in the same way we love ourselves.   

Now after Jesus silenced the Sadducees, He still had one more group to contend 
with and that was the Pharisees.  The Pharisees had earlier sent their disciples with the 
Herodians to try and trap Him on the issue of paying taxes to Caesar, but they failed.  
And so now we read, “They gathered themselves together.”  Jesus had really just done 
them a favor:  He put the Sadducees in their place on the question of the resurrection.  
The Pharisees actually agreed with Jesus on this point.  But instead of thanking Him, they 
gathered together again to see if they could find some way to destroy Him.  They were 
probably angrier over the fact that Jesus was honored for His wisdom, than they were 
glad He had proved the Sadducees wrong.  Their hatred of Jesus would not allow them to 
see anything good in Him.  This is what hatred does:  it blinds the eyes to any virtue or 
gifts a person might have.  It sees only what is bad, even if there isn’t anything bad there.  
The elders, chief priests, scribes, Sadducees and Pharisees all hated Jesus, and they all 
thought they had good reason to do so, but He had done absolutely nothing wrong.  The 
fact that He didn’t agree with Him or didn’t want to do things their way was no fault in 
Him, but in them.  They were wrong, and He was right.  This teaches us that we need to 
be careful that we don’t judge others according to what we prefer, rather than according 
to the truth.  What might be displeasing in our eyes about someone else might still be 
pleasing to God.  We must learn to judge righteous judgment (John 7:24).   

Now one of them, a lawyer – a lawyer was one who was an expert in, and a 
teacher of, the Law of Moses – came to Him and asked Him a question, in order to test 
Him.  The question was, “Which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” (v. 36), that 
is, “Which is the most important, the most fundamental commandment in the Law?”  
There was certainly nothing wrong with this question, nor with the lawyer’s asking it.  It 
appears from Mark’s Gospel that he really wasn’t trying to trip Jesus up, but honestly 



2 

wanted to know what He thought.  Certainly the answer to this question should interest 
all of us.  Of course we know that all the commandments are important.  But yet our Lord 
Himself will tell the Pharisees a little while later that there are those things which are the 
“weightier matters in the Law” (Matt. 23:23).  Now there were some among the Pharisees 
who though that the law of circumcision was the greatest, others the Sabbath, and still 
others the sacrificial law.  But there were still others who believed that it was the law of 
love.  Jesus asked a lawyer on one occasion what he thought, and he answered just as 
Jesus does now (Luke 10:25-28).  Jesus said, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’  This is the great and foremost 
commandment.  The second is like it, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’  On 
these depend the whole Law and Prophets.”  Jesus doesn’t give this lawyer just one 
commandment, but the principle which is at the root of all the rest, the root from which 
the tree of obedience must grow, the commandment to love.   

In a parallel passage in Mark, Jesus begins by quoting the Shema, the 
fundamental confession of Judaism – which is what we read earlier this morning –, 
“Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is one Lord,” to first of all tell them who this God is 
they were to love.  It is the covenant God, the same God who is in covenant with us, 
Yahweh.  This is why Jesus says in our passage, “You shall love the Lord your God.”  He 
is our God, our Lord.  We should love Him because He is the One who made us and 
owns us.  We should love Him because when we fell into sin in Adam, He saved us 
through His Son and brought us into covenant with Him.  We should also love Him 
because He rules over us in love, and works all things in our lives together for good.  
Love is what we owe Him for all these things.   

But the love we owe Him must be more than in word only; it must also be in 
deed.  It must come from the very depths of our being and be an expression of our whole 
being.  We must love the Lord our God with all our heart, and with all our soul, and with 
all our mind, which means that we must love Him with all that is in us, with all our 
affections, with our whole mind and will, with all our understanding and intellect.  In 
other words our love must be more than a blind devotion to a set of rules or traditions.  
We must love Him and follow Him with our whole heart and with our whole will, 
because what He is and what He tells us to do is good and pleasing and desirable to us.  
In Mark’s Gospel and in Deuteronomy strength is also added, because this is how our 
love and devotion must show itself in our lives, through the things we do, through serving 
Him with all the strength He gives us.   

Now how can we know whether or not we love God in this way?  What is the 
standard or rule by which we are to judge ourselves?  Should we examine our emotional 
state, how we feel when we are singing the most emotional and stimulating songs we can 
find?  Should we listen to the words we use in our prayers to see if they’re the most 
stirring words we can say?  No.  The only way we can know is by comparing our lives to 
the Law of God.  Jesus says, “If you love Me, you will keep My commandments” (John 
14:15), which means if we love Him, we will obey Him.  If we love God, we will obey 
all His commandments, but especially the first four, since they are focused specifically on 
Him.  If we have no other god but the true God as our God, if we worship Him in the way 
He wants us to worship Him, if we treat His name with the highest reverence, and if we 
remember His Sabbath Day to keep it holy, then we really do love Him, at least we do if 
we are doing these things from our hearts.  If we do them only because we have to, or 
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only because we will end up in hell if we don’t, then we really don’t love Him.  But when 
we do them willingly, because they are good and pleasing to us, then we really do love 
God.  Now none of us can forget that we don’t do these things perfectly.  We all stumble 
in many ways (James 3:2).  But if it is the true desire of our heart to do them perfectly, 
then we really do love God.  It’s only because of our sin that we don’t love Him more, 
which is why we need to pray that the Lord would help us everyday to put our sin to 
death and to live more according to love.   

But there is a second commandment, one that is like the first.  Jesus says that we 
must also love our neighbor as ourselves.  It is like the first because it is also a 
commandment to love.  And it is like it in that we are to love those who are made in the 
image of God, especially those who are our brothers and sisters in Christ.  John tells us, 
“If someone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one who does 
not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen” (1 John 
4:20).  Whatever else we might think, if we do not love our brothers or sisters in Christ – 
all of them – we do not love God or Christ.  And so this commandment is closely linked 
to the first.   

Now who is my neighbor?  The answer is anyone who is near, anyone who is in 
need.  And how am I supposed to love them?  Well, in the same way that I love myself.  
There is a self-love that is corrupt and sinful and at the root of many of the worst sins 
imaginable.  But there is also a self-love which is good – a desire for our own well-being, 
a desire to have our needs met and to be at peace with God.  This is the way we are to 
love others.  Love seeks the good of what it loves.  It wants what is best for everyone.  It 
teaches us to honor and respect all men, especially those who are in authority over us; not 
to hurt anyone, by word or by deed, but to do good to them; not to covet or take what 
they have, but to protect and rejoice in their prosperity.  We must want for our neighbors 
what we would want for ourselves, do to them what we would want them to do for us 
(Matt. 7:12).  Sometimes we must even set aside our own needs to minister to them.  
“Greater love has no one than this,” Jesus said, “that one lay down his life for his friends” 
(John 15:13).  If you were hungry, what would you want someone to do for you?  You 
would want them to feed you.  Do this for the next hungry person you see.  If you didn’t 
have any descent clothes to wear, what would you want?  You would want someone to 
help you get better clothes.  Do this for the next person who asks you.  Children, if your 
brother or sister or a friend was playing with someone else and had left you out, what 
would you want them to do?  You would want them to include you.  Remember this next 
time you’re playing and someone wants to join you.  What would you want if you were 
sick or in trouble, lonely or overwhelmed, depressed or discouraged?  You would want 
someone to help you.  What if you were hated by others?  You would want them to 
forgive and love you.  Go and do likewise.  Jesus said on these two commandments 
depend the whole Law and Prophets.  This is the message God was communicating 
through them.  This is the message He wants us to learn, the summary of everything He 
requires:  to love Him with our whole heart, mind, soul and strength and to love our 
neighbor as ourselves.  Paul wrote to the believers at Rome, “Owe nothing to anyone 
except to love one another; for he who loves his neighbor has fulfilled the law.  For this, 
‘You shall not commit adultery, you shall not murder, you shall not steal, you shall not 
covet,’ and if there is any other commandment, it is summed up in this saying, ‘You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself.’  Love does no wrong to a neighbor; love therefore is the 
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fulfillment of the law” (Rom. 13:8-10).  And he wrote to Timothy, “But the goal of our 
instruction is love from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith” (1 Tim. 
1:5).  Love is greater than anything else, than all rituals and traditions, than mere outward 
obedience, even than all the spiritual gifts.  “The greatest of these is love” (1 Cor. 13:13).  
It is the heart and soul of our relationship to God.  It is that which gives life to all that we 
do.  It is the greatest commandment in the Law, and one which we must keep.   
 And so how much do you love?  Do you love God?  Do you love Jesus?  Jesus 
says, “If you love Me keep My commandments.”  Do you keep them?  How well do you 
love your neighbor?  Jesus says you are must love your neighbor as yourself.  Is this what 
you do?  Now none us here does either of these perfectly for even one moment.  We all 
fall short.  But we also know in our hearts whether we have really been trying.  Are you 
willing to love so far and no farther?  Jesus says you must be willing to love all the way.  
Do you refuse to love your neighbor unless he measures up to your standards?  Jesus says 
you must love him even if he is your enemy.  But how can we love like this?  We can’t 
on our own,  But Jesus can, and He does, and He also gives His children the ability to 
love in this way.  And so if you find that you don’t love God, come to Him and ask Him 
to change your heart.  If there is a neighbor or a brother that you can’t bring yourself to 
love or forgive, then come to God, He can give you the ability.  Jesus says that you must 
love your brother, or you really don’t love God.  And what should you do realizing that 
your love will always fall short of God’s standard?  You should trust in Jesus Christ, for 
He is the only one who has ever loved perfectly, and it’s only through His perfect loving 
obedience to God and man that you will ever be saved.  May the Lord help us all to hear 
His voice this morning, and love as He would have us to love.  Amen.   


